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A Brighter Outlook
Modest Improvement expected
in local Labor Market

Executive Summary

While most area firms endured historically weak
economic performances in 2009, the outlook for the
remainder of 2010 is one of modest improvement in
the local economy. Improved fortunes for St. Cloud
workers lie ahead, as the area labor market is finally
expected to slowly rebound from the depths of last
year’s decline. Forthcoming economic data are likely
to confirm that the local recession has either ended or
will end in the next few months.
January employment data for the St. Cloud area are
not as soft as shown one year ago. For example, area
employment fell by 700 in the year ending January
2010. One year ago, area employment fell by 2,911
in the 12 months ending January 2009. While local
jobs declined by 0.7 percent over the past year, this
is decidedly better than the employment decline of
2.8 percent in Minnesota over the same period. It is
worth noting that these local employment numbers
are boosted by a 4.3 percent increase in government
employment in St. Cloud. For the state as a whole,
government employment only increased by 0.1 percent in the year ending January 2010. Government
jobs now account for 17.3 percent of St. Cloud-area
employment. One year ago government jobs were
15.4 percent of area employment. Compared with
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other large Minnesota metropolitan areas, only Duluth has a larger share of government employment.
Our two local statistical indicators are giving conflicting signals. The Index of Leading Economic Indicators marked a bottom in October 2009, which
would indicate the end of the recession in early spring.
The Probability of Recession Index, however, is still
showing a 70-75 percent chance of recession in late
spring.
Thirty-two percent of surveyed firms report an increase in economic activity over the past three months,
while 33 percent report a decrease. This is a normal
seasonal pattern and is a considerable improvement
over the survey from one year ago, when only 22 percent of firms experienced an increase in current activity and 53 percent reported weaker conditions. Survey responses designed to measure the health of the
local labor market are also improved from one year
ago. In February 2009, 43 percent reported decreased
employment from the earlier quarter. This year, only
29 percent reported a reduction in payrolls. In addition, the employee compensation index continues to
rise and now stands at a value of 11.9. One year ago
this index was at an all-time low of -6.3.
The future outlook for surveyed companies is also
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improved. Forty-eight percent of the 84
area firms who responded to this quarter’s
survey expect conditions to improve six
months from now, while 16 percent expect
a decline in future business activity. Last
year at this time, only 40 percent of area
firms expected improved conditions. The
outlook for employment, hours worked
and capital expenditures is substantially
improved from one year ago. While the
indexes on these key future business conditions indicators remain well below what is
expected in normal times in the St. Cloud
area, improvements are consistently being
observed in the future outlook for many
area firms.
In special questions, area firms reported
detailed information on the geographic
sources of their business revenues. Only
35 of the 84 firms returning the survey receive a majority of their revenue from the
St. Cloud area. In order of importance, the
other geographic areas that are most important to St. Cloud firms are rural Minnesota, the Twin Cities-St. Cloud corridor,
the Twin Cities metro area, other states and
other Minnesota metropolitan areas. Few
local firms report foreign sales. To the extent that these survey results are representative of the overall area business community,
this information provides a useful insight
into the dispersion of the revenue base of
local firms. Forty-three surveyed firms ex-

TABLE 1-CURRENT
BUSINESS CONDITIONS
What is your evaluation of:
Level of business activity
for your company
Number of employees
on your company’s payroll
Length of the workweek
for your employees
Capital expenditures (equipment,
machinery, structures, etc.)
by your company
Employee compensation (wages
and benefits) by your company
Prices received for
your company’s products
National business activity
Your company’s difficulty
attracting qualified workers

pect the share of their business revenues
that comes from the St. Cloud area to increase over the next five years. Eight firms
expect this share to decline.
Finally, in a separate special question,
50 percent of surveyed firms report the recession has caused decreased sales in rural
Minnesota. Only 28 percent of firms indicate no change in their rural sales, and
5 percent indicate the recession has helped
increase their rural sales.

Current activity

Tables 1 and 2 report the most recent
results of the business outlook survey. Responses are from 84 area businesses that
returned the recent mailing in time to be
included in the report. Participating firms
are representative of the diverse collection
of businesses in the St. Cloud area. They
include retail, manufacturing, construction, financial, health services and government enterprises small and large. Survey
responses are strictly confidential. Written
and oral comments have not been attributed to individual firms.
One year ago, the St. Cloud Area Quarterly Business Report was titled “Firms Expect Tough Year.” This proved true, as the
area economy experienced its weakest conditions in the 11-year history of the “QBR.”
One year later, the landscape is improved,
although we are a long way from returning

to normal conditions. For example, survey
responses from Table 1 are much improved
from last February’s survey. All eight survey
items measuring current economic performance are better than they were one year
ago. The diffusion index — representing
the percentage of respondents indicating
an increase minus the percentage indicating a decrease in any given quarter — on
current activity is -1.2. That’s much higher
than its -30.5 value one year ago. Because
of seasonal patterns, the February current
conditions index is always the lowest reading of the year, so a relatively low number
is expected.
CURRENT CAPITAL EXPENDITURES
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While the current conditions survey responses are still weaker than in the usual
winter survey, there are many hopeful signs
that local activity is continuing to improve.
For example, the index on capital expenditures continues to show strength and is now
well above its all-time low value of -12.9 in
May 2009. One year ago, the index on national business activity was -34.7. This year
the index has climbed to 2.4. While area

February 2010 vs. Three months ago
Decrease (%)

No Change (%)

Increase (%)

Diffusion Index3

November 2009
Diffusion Index3

33.3

33.3

32.1

-1.2

9.1

26.2

63.1

10.7

-15.5

-11.4

28.6

63.1

8.3

-20.3

-2.2

9.5

72.6

16.7

7.2

3.4

6.0

76.2

17.9

11.9

2.3

23.8

60.7

14.3

-9.5

-6.8

13.1

59.5

15.5

2.4

8.0

13.6

76.2

3.6

-10.0

-6.8

Notes: (1) Reported numbers are percentages of businesses surveyed. (2) Rows may not sum to 100 because of “not applicable” and omitted responses. (3) Diffusion indexes represent
the percentage of respondents indicating an increase minus the percentage indicating a decrease. A positive diffusion index is generally consistent with economic expansion.
Source: St. Cloud State University Center for Economic Education, Social Science Research Institute and Department of Economics
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labor market conditions continue to be
weak, the indexes on number of employees, length of workweek and difficulty attracting workers are all improved from last
year. The index on employee compensation
continues to climb out of its all-time low
of -6.3, which was observed one year ago.
Most area firms are still not able to pass on
price increases. Only 14 percent of survey
respondents report an increase in prices received, while 24 percent are experiencing
decreased prices.
CURRENT EMPLOYEE COMPENSATION
Diffusion index, percent
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As always, firms were asked to report any
factors affecting their business.
These comments include:
• “Our capital expenditures were adding
office space, purchasing new computers,
equipment, and trailers. No purchases in
2009 — we needed to do this to stay current.”
• “Hear that giant sucking sound? It’s
coming from my house.”
• “Delinquent accounts and chargeoffs are up significantly in the past 12-18

TABLE 2-FUTURE
BUSINESS CONDITIONS
What is your evaluation of:
Level of business activity
for your company
Number of employees
on your company’s payroll
Length of the workweek
for your employees
Capital expenditures (equipment,
machinery, structures, etc.)
by your company
Employee compensation (wages
and benefits) by your company
Prices received for
your company's products
National business activity
Your company’s difficulty
attracting qualified workers

months.”
• “Soaring real estate taxes are hurting
us.”
• “Our industry is driven by the real estate economy and lending practices. It is
at an all-time low. Refinance activity has
plummeted. It generally in the recent past
filled the gap for income between sales.
Not so any more. And both residential and
commercial real estate is at the lowest level
I’ve seen in 30+ years.”
• “We expect recovery to show itself in
the remodel sector but new construction
will remain very slow.”
• “School budgets.”
• “Problem loans account for 20-25 percent of our appraisals. Estates and gifts account for 20+ percent of our business.”
• “Lake shore real estate sales down.”
• “The Legislature’s unallotment and reduction of funding for school districts.”
• “No construction going on, people
not wanting to have work done on their
homes. No money available for commercial work to get going.”
• “All building construction is down.
Competition for the few projects out there
is severe. End up bidding on jobs and hauling products longer distances.”
• “We have a seasonal component to our
work force — summer is always busier.”
• “Small to mid-size banking is not lend-

ing. Increased cost of health insurance.
Overall poor business activity.”
• “Concern with Obama’s trade policies.”

Future outlook

Table 2 reports the future outlook for
area businesses. With the exception of the
index numbers for employee compensation, the survey numbers found in Table
2 are improved from one year ago. As we
noted last quarter, expected future weakness in employee compensation (and modest increases in prices received) is probably
part of area firms’ recovery from a deep local recession.
FUTURE BUSINESS ACTIVITY

Diffusion index, percent
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The future business activity index is 32.1,
which is higher than its 23.2 value a year
ago, but well below what is expected in
normal times. This index reading reinforces the notion that local recovery will likely
occur at a slow and uneven pace in which
some sectors (such as education/health and
professional and business services) expericontinued on Page 34

Six months from now vs. February 2010
Decrease (%)

No Change (%)

Increase (%)

Diffusion Index3

November 2009
Diffusion Index3

15.5

34.5

47.6

32.1

30.7

11.9

60.7

26.2

14.3

4.5

8.3

70.2

20.2

11.9

0

3.6

72.6

21.4

17.8

6.9

4.8

64.3

17.9

13.1

13.6

14.3

60.7

22.6

8.3

2.2

10.7

43.2

29.5

18.8

23.8

4.8

78.4

7.1

2.3

2.3

Notes: (1) Reported numbers are percentages of businesses surveyed. (2) Rows may not sum to 100 because of “not applicable” and omitted responses. (3) Diffusion indexes represent
the percentage of respondents indicating an increase minus the percentage indicating a decrease. A positive diffusion index is generally consistent with economic expansion.
Source: St. Cloud State University Center for Economic Education, Social Science Research Institute and Department of Economics
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Special Questions
Geographic diversity of one’s sales is
desirable because cycles of economic activity can vary by region. St. Cloud has benefited from a central location that allows it
to reach markets around the state easily.
Also, the development of the U.S. Highway
10 — Interstate Highway 94 corridor between St. Cloud and Minneapolis-St. Paul
has opened new possibilities for area businesses. Fifty years ago, most of the area
surrounding St. Cloud was more rural than
it is now, even though rural residents still
come to St. Cloud for shopping on many
weekends. Rural communities sometimes
get overlooked when researchers think
about economic and demographic trends
in an increasingly urbanized marketplace.
This quarter’s special questions focused
on local businesses’ connection to other
areas: Where it has been and where it will
be in the future. Our first question asked
companies to divide up the sources of their
revenues geographically. Unsurprisingly,
most firms sell their products in their local
markets more than to more distant customers. And 35 of 84 firms surveyed derive
more than half of their revenue from the
St. Cloud area.

PERCENTAGE OF
TOTAL REVENUES

Each bar represents the total number of firms in the percentage.

FROM THE ST. CLOUD AREA

24

18

19

3
0

12

1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-99%

4
100%

4
NA

FROM THE TWIN CITIES METRO

31

39
7

0

1

2

1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-99%

0
100%

4
NA

FROM THE TWIN CITIES-ST. CLOUD
CORRIDOR
47
31
2
0

0

0

1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-99%

0
100%

4
NA

FROM OTHER MINNESOTA METRO AREAS
46
29
5
0

0

0

1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-99%

0
100%

4
NA

Question 1
FROM RURAL MINNESOTA
Approximately what percentage of your
47
company’s total revenue comes from each of
the following areas?
13
Eleven firms got a majority of their reve- 14
3
2
nue from other states. No company report- 0
1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-99%
ed more than 25 percent of their revenue FROM OTHER STATES
coming from international buyers.
As for the rest of Minnesota, it appears
41
more firms supplement their revenues
25
with sales to other metro areas and the
6
5
3
corridor area. Three firms get a majority
0
1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-99%
of their revenue from the Twin Cities metro
area; not one relies on either the corridor FROM FOREIGN COUNTRIES
76
or other metro areas. The corridor area,
however, supplements revenue for a majority of firms.
Trade with rural Minnesota still matches
8
0
0
0
St. Cloud’s historical role in the Minnesota 0
1-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-99%
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0
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0
100%

0

100%

5
NA

4
NA

0
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economy as a trading center for farmers.
Five firms acquire a majority of their revenue from rural Minnesota, and only 14 (or
one-sixth) firms do no business with the
rural area. The continued importance of
rural Minnesota to St. Cloud was the most
striking result of this report to us.
Very few areas of the U.S. have been
spared from the adverse effects of our national recession. We decided to ask local
businesses how the recession has affected
their sales in rural Minnesota. We asked:

Question 2
To what extent
has the recession
impacted your
company’s sales
in rural Minnesota?

17.9%
4.8%
50%
27.4%

Fifty percent
Decrease in sales
of the 84 reNo change in sales
sponding firms
Increase in sales
reported a deNA
crease in rural
*Numbers may not add up
Minnesota sales to 100 due to rounding.
and 5 percent
of firms experienced a sales increase as a result of the
recession (this can happen in those rare
industries that follow an anti-cyclical pattern of economic activity). Twenty-seven
percent of area businesses experienced no
change in sales to rural Minnesota.

Written comments include:
• “35 percent (decrease in sales).”
• “Impacted by income and declining
home values.”
• “We don’t do much in rural areas. Other metro areas, Alexandria, Hutchinson,
Brainerd, Elk River.”
• “We don’t track where (rural or urban)
our sales and service is taking place. We do
know it is within a 25 mile radius.”
• “There are fewer construction projects
in general, which causes the decrease.”
• “The agricultural portion of our busi-

ness has been steady; rural housing is
slower.”
• “Real estate sales volume is down.”
• “The recession has impacted all areas
of sales.”
• “Decrease in farm prices has reduced
sales. Capital investment in ag sector is
down. Housing related manufacturing hurting.”
• “Farm economy seems poor.”
• “Slight decrease. Sales have decreased
faster in our urban markets.”
• “More activity from other contractors
that didn’t work in these areas before.”
• “Rural school districts, cities and counties don’t have the funds to purchase (our)
products.”
• “I have learned that 25 companies (in
our industry) within 50 miles of St. Cloud
have gone out of business and that will double if no money or work comes available.”
• “The recession has caused an overall
downturn in business. For us, rural MN has
followed the trend.”
• “The housing market in rural areas
doesn’t seem to be hit as hard as metro areas.”
Our last question asked for insight into
firms’ strategic decisions over market location. Would they continue to focus on the
local economy, or would they diversify to
other markets? Our results generally found
a focus on nearby areas, but that the rural economy is still quite important to St.
Cloud.

Question 3
Over the next five years, how do you expect
your company’s share of total revenues to
change in each of the following areas?
Answers were to report either increase,
decrease or no change, and 43 of 84 firms
reported that they expected their company’s share of total revenues derived from
the St. Cloud area to increase. Only eight reported that they would decrease their share
of revenues from the local market.
As we found in Question 1, area firms continue to engage the rural economy. Thirtythree firms (39 percent of sample and 59

PERCENTAGE OF
TOTAL REVENUES
Each bar represents the total number of firms in the percentage.

FROM THE ST. CLOUD AREA
43

40

8
Increase

Decrease

8
No Change

NA

FROM THE TWIN CITIES METRO
43
26

24
7
Increase

Decrease

No Change

NA

FROM THE TWIN CITIES-ST. CLOUD
CORRIDOR
38

37

23
2
Increase

Decrease

No Change

NA

FROM OTHER MINNESOTA METRO AREAS
51
25

21
2
Increase

Decrease

No Change

NA

FROM RURAL MINNESOTA
44
33
18
5
Increase

Decrease

FROM OTHER STATES

No Change

49

26

25

Increase

NA

0

Decrease

No Change

FROM FOREIGN COUNTRIES

NA

54

42

5
Increase

0

Decrease

No Change

percent of those responding to this question) expect to increase the share of their
revenues that come from the rural sector
of Minnesota. Only five firms reported they
expect that share to decrease. This is especially surprising given the decline in population most expect in rural counties.
To various degrees, area firms anticipated drawing a higher percentage of revenues from all different metro areas as well
as the U.S. Highway 10-Interstate Highway
94 corridor. Increasing revenue shares were
expected more from the corridor, most
likely due to proximity. Thirty-seven firms
expected to increase sales shares from the
corridor, with only two expecting a decrease.
Twenty-four firms expected to increase
revenue share from the Twin Cities metro
area, and seven thought their revenue share
from Minneapolis-St. Paul would decline. A
smaller number — 21 firms — thought they
would increase revenue share from other
Minnesota cities.
Further away, 25 firms expected to increase their sales in other states and none
expected to decrease. Five firms reported
expectations of expanding revenues in international sales, and none expected to
decrease.

Written comments to Question 3 included:
• “We do not know what is going to happen in 6 months.”
• “Our industry is stagnant at best. In order for us to grow, we’ll need to take market
share from our competitors.”
• “While we anticipate overall revenue to
increase, we do not anticipate any major
changes in the sources of revenue.”
• “I’m in real estate. It has to get better.”
• “We will decrease in St. Cloud area because we are coming off large projects for
the City of St. Cloud.”
• “Our share of the total market is small,
but our new location will help our availability and visibility.”
• “Won’t have a feel for this until 2011 —
hard to forecast and be honest. Don’t want
to guess.”

NA
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continued from Page 31

ence gains well before other lagging sectors
(such as manufacturing, construction and
retail trade).
FUTURE EMPLOYMENT
Diffusion index, percent
60
50
40
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20
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’99 ’00 ’01 ’02 ’03 ’04 ’05 ’06 ’07 ’08 ’09 ’10

2 percent in January 2010. Losses were
wide-ranging, but 68 percent of them fell
in manufacturing and another 11 percent
of them in construction. We have commented before that this may represent a
sectoral shift in the St. Cloud economy.
The manufacturing sector losses match the
43,000 jobs lost in the state. We are in the
process of a longer study on manufacturing declines in Minnesota studying historical trends and hope to report results in the
next Quarterly Business Report.
Employment gains in private education
and health were strong. Government sector
employment rose with gains from the census (workers hired to verify addresses) and
from new positions at St. Cloud VA Medical Center. This was not enough to fully
offset declines in trade and transportation
or in the aforementioned goods-producing sector. Similar broad-based declines in
employment in the Twin Cities can also be
found in Table 3. For the state as a whole,
employment declined 2.8 percent in the
year to January 2010.
The household data in Table 4 shows a
rise in the labor force and a larger rise in
employment. This data shows in contradiction to the payroll data that the number

A look at some
local data

In many ways, the best news found in
Table 2 is in the future employment and
future capital expenditures categories. At
a value of 14.3, the future employment
index is well above the 3.1 value reported
one year ago, and is the highest reading on
this index since February 2008 (before the
local economy entered recession and before the onset of financial crisis). Likewise,
FUTURE CAPITAL EXPENDITURES
Diffusion index, percent
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
-10
’99 ’00 ’01 ’02 ’03 ’04 ’05 ’06 ’07 ’08 ’09 ’10

TABLE 3 EMPLOYMENT
TRENDS

the capital expenditures index reached its
highest level in two years. The continuing
improvement in all of the other indicators
in Table 2 suggests area firms are expecting
improved economic conditions over the
next six months

A disparity between household and payroll estimates of employment in the St.
Cloud area has resulted from this year’s
March revision of labor market data. This
revision has made it exceptionally difficult
to draw inferences about local labor market activity for the past 12 months. As we
were writing this report, we attempted to
clear up the incongruence in this data with
state labor market officials. The next issue
of the St. Cloud Area Quarterly Business
Report will address this remarkable disparity between these employment estimates.
It should be noted that the magnitude of
difference in these employment estimates
is particular to the St. Cloud area — no
other region in Minnesota appears to be
experiencing this discrepancy.
Payroll employment in the St. Cloud
area fell 2 percent in 2009 and another

St. Cloud (Stearns and Benton)

Total nonagricultural
Total private

1.2%

-0.7%

100.0%

1.2%

-1.7%

82.7%

Goods producing
Construction/natural resources
resource
Manufacturing

0.3%

-5.6%

18.6%

2.2%

-2.0%

3.7%

-0.2%

-6.5%

1.4%

Trade/transportation/utilities
Wholesale trade

Minnesota

13-county Twin Cities area

Jan. ’10
Jan. ’10
15-year trend Jan. ’09-Jan. ’10
15-year trend Jan. ’09-Jan. ’10
rate of change rate of change employment rate of change rate of change employment
share
share

Jan. ’10
15-year trend Jan. ’09-Jan. ’10
rate of change rate of change employment
share

-2.8%

100.0%

0.8%

-3.4%

83.8%

-1.2%

-10.1%

14.2%

0.7%

-3.7%

100.0%

0.6%

-4.1%

85.7%

-1.5%

-11.2%

12.9%

-0.2%

-18.2%

2.6%

0.3%

-11.1%

3.1%

14.9%

-1.8%

-9.2%

10.3%

-1.6%

-9.8%

11.1%

0.5%

81.4%

1.0%

-2.5%

87.1%

1.1%

-1.5%

85.8%

-0.6%

-3.1%

20.7%

-0.2%

-5.8%

18.2%

0.1%

-2.8%

18.9%

0.9%

-3.0%

4.5%

0.5%

-3.3%

4.8%

0.8%

-1.0%

4.9%

Retail trade
Trans./warehouse/utilities
Information
Financial activities

-1.6%

-3.1%

12.8%

-0.1%

-4.9%

10.0%

-0.1%

-2.6%

10.7%

1.7%

-2.9%

3.5%

-1.4%

-11.4%

3.3%

-0.5%

-6.1%

3.3%

0.0%

0.6%

1.1%

-0.3%

-3.8%

2.4%

-0.4%

-3.3%

2.1%

2.7%

-2.4%

1.2%

-2.7%

6.6%

Professional & business service
Education & health
Leisure & hospitality

4.7%
3.3%

Service providing

0.6%

4.3%

1.0%

-3.1%

8.0%

0.1%

7.7%

1.1%

-1.9%

14.8%

1.4%

-2.2%

11.7%

3.7%

17.9%

3.4%

0.9%

16.0%

3.4%

0.6%

17.5%

1.7%

-1.1%

8.5%

1.2%

-3.9%

8.9%

1.0%

-2.6%

8.6%

Other services (excluding govt.)
Government
Federal government

0.6%

-3.1%

3.7%

1.3%

-1.7%

4.5%

0.8%

-3.0%

4.3%

1.4%

4.3%

17.3%

0.5%

-1.1%

14.3%

0.4%

0.1%

16.2%

2.0%

7.4%

2.2%

-0.2%

-1.1%

1.3%

-0.1%

-0.5%

1.3%

State government
Local government

1.8%

3.2%

5.4%

0.8%

2.9%

4.1%

0.6%

0.7%

3.8%

1.0%

4.2%

9.6%

0.6%

-2.9%

8.9%

0.4%

-0.1%

11.1%

Note: Long-term trend growth rate is the compounded average employment growth rate in the specified period.
Source: Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development and author calculations.
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of St. Cloud residents working rose in the
12 months to January by almost 2 percent.
The number of people unemployed fell by
0.8 percent in the year to January. It appears now we will not reach the levels of
unemployment experienced last winter.
The unemployment rate rose in January as
it always does, but stands below its 2009
level. The Twin Cities and the state followed the more typical January pattern of
net job layoffs and rising unemployment.
Additionally, building permits continue to
decline, though at much slower rates than
earlier in 2009. Help-wanted advertising
rebounded from extreme lows in early fall.
The number of initial claims for unemployment insurance fell quite substantially
in the past three months to January compared with year-ago levels. The pace of layoffs appears to have slowed.
While the St. Cloud Index of Leading
Economic Indicators is lower than a year
ago, we note that it hit a bottom in September 2009 and improved for three consecutive months. While the number declined
slightly in January, we would normally take
these three increases to be a signal of a possible turning point in the St. Cloud economy by April or May 2010. In Table 5 we
see that only the small number of incorporations has held back the index. The other

three indicators are positive. A continued
tightness in credit markets may account for
slowing business formation. The sharp rise
in the aforementioned help-wanted advertising accounts for most of the gain.
TABLE 5-ELEMENTS OF
ST. CLOUD INDEX OF LEI
Changes from November 2009
to January 2010
Help-wanted advertising
in St. Cloud Times
Hours worked
New business incorporations
New claims for unemployment
insurance

Total

Contribution
to LEI
4.04%
0.02%
-0.16%
0.46%
4.36%

The story becomes murkier when we
look at the Probability of Recession Index.
As reported last quarter, the probability
had been stuck at 99 percent — meaning
a 99 percent chance of recession four to six
months later — until October, when the
index dropped to 72 percent. If it continued to drop at that rate, we expected a
signal of recession ending by early spring.
However, the index has stayed stubbornly
between 70 and 80 percent. A slight deterioration in state conditions in the past two
months has not helped. This measure also
puts less weight on help-wanted than does

TABLE 4-OTHER ECONOMIC INDICATORS

Percent
change

2009

2010

108,883

109,975

-1.0%

98,684

100,642

2.0%

St. Cloud MSA unemployment rate*
January (Minnesota Workforce Center)

9.4%

8.5%

NA

Minnesota unemployment rate*
January (Minnesota Workforce Center)
Minneapolis-St. Paul unemployment rate*
January (Minnesota Workforce Center)
St. Cloud-area new unemployment insurance claims
November-January average (Minnesota Workforce Center)

8.3%

8.2%

NA

7.7%

7.7%

NA

2,765.0

2,196.0

-20.6%

2,732

2,308

-15.5%

St. Cloud MSA residential building permit valuation
1,745.3
In thousands, November-January average (U.S. Department of Commerce)

1,518.0

-13.0%

97.8

-5.7%

St. Cloud MSA labor force
January (Minnesota Workforce Center)
St. Cloud MSA civilian employment #
January (Minnesota Workforce Center)

St. Cloud Times help-wanted ad linage
November-January average

St. Cloud index of leading economic indicators
January (St. Cloud State University)**

103.7

MSA = St. Cloud Metropolitan Statistical Area, composed of Stearns and Benton counties.
# - The employment numbers here are based on household estimates, not the employer payroll estimate in Table 3.
* - Not seasonally adjusted
**- October 2001=100
NA - Not applicable
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the Index of Leading Economic Indicators,
dampening some of the upswing we see in
the latter.
Business leaders in our survey are correct in their perception about the national
economy, though headline GDP figures
are swelled by large swings in the inventory
cycle. Real sales of goods and services still
remain below a level consistent with job
growth. While industrial production in
the U.S. has been very strong, it has so far
experienced gains without adding workers.
Personal income figures are plumped up by
additional government transfer payments
at present, and some of these will fade out
as the 2009 stimulus package winds up.
Federal government projections and most
private forecasters still see unemployment
rates about 9.5 percent by the end of 2010.
We recall that the past two recoveries were
also characterized by persistent unemployment many months past the business
cycle’s trough. Financial crises are unusual,
but what history we do know suggests recoveries are even more sluggish.
So it would seem wise for us at this point
to use caution in calling an end to the recession locally. There has been no declaration of the end of the recession nationally
from official sources, though a majority of
economists believe we did reach a trough in
the fall of 2009. And current business conditions reported in our survey are far from
their normal readings. But sort through
survey responses to questions about the future, or look at the data on labor market
conditions, and there are some signs one
could point to for hope. The possibility is
there for recovery by late spring or a little
later, but just a possibility, not more.
In the next QBR Participating businesses can

look for the next survey in May and the St. Cloud
Area Quarterly Business Report in the July-September edition of ROI. Area businesses that wish
to participate in the survey can call the St. Cloud
State University Center for Economic Education
at 320-308-2157.
april-june 2010
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